DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 248 523 CS 208 556
AUTHOR ' Baxter, Douglas Clark

TIMLE History 301J, "Research & Wrxtzng "

PUB DATE Apr 84

NOTE 10p.; Paper presented at the National Council of

Teachers of English Spring Conference (3rd, Columbus,
‘ OH, April 12-14, 1984).
PUB TYPE Speeches/Confer ence Papers (150) -- Reports -
Descriptive (141)

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC01 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS *Content Area Writing; *Course Content; Course
Descriptions; Curriculum Development; Heuristics;
Higher Education;u*ﬂistory; *Integrated Curriculum;
Teaching Methods; Wrxtxng Exercises; wrxtxng for
Publication; *Writing Instruction; Wrztzng
Processes

ABSTRACT .

- The integration of content-area writing instruction
into the hxstory curriculum has been a slow process. A hxstory course
at Shio University (Athens) offers students experience in writing the
type of materials written by practicing historians: book reviews,
journal articles, and articles for encyclopedias and biographical
dictionaries. Such short writing assignments are also suited to
10-week academic guarters. The intended audience in the class is the
educated, but nonspecxalxst, reader. Students select a research topic
and then pursue it through the quarter, completing each of the genres
in relation to their topic. Each piece is critiqued by the
instructor, revised, and resubmitted. Grading involves marking of
1nappropr1ate grammar, spelling, and other mechanxcs, as well as
noting organization, logic, clarxty, and precision in language. This
sy:tem provides continual writing experience and prompt feedback from
the instructor. Most helpful to this class structure is the
instructor's knowledge of English composition theory in the area of
prewriting and of heuristics systems suggested by composition
researchers. Such interdisciplinary efforts, although difficult to
accomplish, are necessary if studentc are to 1ntegrate what they have
been taught in English .courses with the experzence of writing in
their own disciplines. (HTH)
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Although historians always have ackndiledged the importance

of writing and have tried to incorporate it into their courses

1

" through essay exams and .term paperé, not until recently have his- -

torians begqun an inteqration of.co!posigigg_iﬂto history courses,
making it’ an integral part of the class. Durinq'the last few
years the idea of writing“across content fields - has entered the

profession.

This process has been slov. An examination of back issues
of the ﬂiggggzlzggghg;, the basic journal devoted to‘innovative
curriqglag approaches in the field, reveals only a few articles
dealing with writing in qenéral as a part of course content and

even less in writing across content areas. For example, in 1973

‘an-article appeared describing an attémpt to have undergraduates

write local history through an exaninat;on of primary sources in
local repositories.! The éiphasis vas prinarily‘on reseafch tech-
niques and only secondarily on composition. Students, the
instruct:r claimed learned "br direct experience wvhat it is to be
an historian."™ More recent artiéles (1977 &¢ 1978 respectively)
have dealt with more traditional themes: '."The Bssay Assignment:
A Teaching Device," and "Student Reports: How to Increase Their
Use and Effectiveness."? Only'tﬁo articles, one in 1979 and the
other in 1980, really have dealt vith courses in which writing is
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a Dbasic coﬁ%ent component, One, "Iaproving Student Wrifinq
Skills in a'ﬂistory Lecture courSe," desctiges a Chinese history
course‘at Berkele?oreqéirinq a vggkly paper, ¢two or three pages
in length, which discussed the major  themes in the lectures and.
readings.3 Graduate students acted as readers and students vere
“alloved to revrite their papers as many tiigs as they vished.
The éther article, "Using Hfitinq to Learn in Aistory," is parti-
cularly valuable for vriting across content aéeas because it pro-
vides gquidelines compatible with ‘current English pedagogical
practice. * ﬂriﬁinq is éreated not as ; skill but a process con-
gistinq 2f three iajor components: . prewriiinq, conPOSition. and
revision. Writing ic frequent vith ismediate feedback. Students
revrite their papers.' Aséignmentslcall for several short papers
rather than one long term paper. ‘In genersl, writing is used to

iaprove the study of content,

Yet the picture remains bleak if one examines back issues of

' Perspectives, vghe nevsletter of the American Historical Associa-
tion, vhich since 1974 has had a reqular lcolunn entitled:’
' mPeaching Wistory Today." Since most historians in the United
States are members of this professional association, 'articles on
nev teachin} techniques reach a iarqer audience than thé History
:ggghg;. Although perspectiveg has had articles dealing with a -
number of pnrrently fashionable topics such as: "Spd}t History.
in ‘the classroon;ﬂs "Historical Role Playing: An Alternative
Teaching Strateqy,"s and even "New Perspectives on Using the
Library in ﬁistory.Tf;Eﬁﬁnq,"7 only one article has been ;np-
lished dealing vith writing and this wvas a report on a privafe
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-éecondary school's efforts to combine instruction in reading,

writing, and reasoning skills with the teaching of history.® I{

‘essence whiiefvbitinq'"actbss_ the discipline has surfaced at
schools such as the Oniversity of Michigan, such curricular prac4
. : =

tices are appearing only very slowly in the literature of the

history profession.

My own ‘- efforts at.developing such a course begqan in 1979,
under the impetus of two circumstances. Pirst,fny ovn depaftnent
(l1ike many othér history departments) had long been concerned
about student research and writing at thé undergradute level. I
had as part of uy.évn undergradnate experieﬁce at Wayne State

University an excellent course taught by a history professor, Dr.

Nilton Covensky, which dealt with the vhole topic of research and

4

uriting, but focuséd on the bibliogtaphical aspect--What are the °

basic reference tools for historians? My department decided to
require such a course for all majors, to be taken at the begin-

ning of their junior year. While I taught the basic "tools of

historical research, 1 required only one vriting assignment, a

tera paper due at the end of the course, following the pattern of
many other history courses, At about that same time, Ohio Univ-

ersity began to institute a Junior 1level Bnqglish coabosition

requirement for all students. While the Pnqlish depgrtnenf_added

a number of additional classroom sections, that ‘departnent

encouraged other departments to explore the concept of writing

across disciplines by btinging'tepresentai&was from the Univer-

sity‘of Michigan to campus to explain their prodrant Since I had

just begun ay own research course, T vas interested in this new




approach, but T felt I needed more knowledage about teaching com-
‘pbsition. I -sat in on an énglisb depértnent summer class
[ required of incoming gradvate students to prepare them For tedch-
ing freshuaen composifion, taught by Professor David éergdahl.

This course opened up a nev perspective into theories of teaching

A}
{

composition, 'Y cannot claie much competency in this field, but T

-

have tried 'to use some of its techniqueé.

Letfm; explain how I set up ry counrse. Pirst, I have wvanted
studernts to have experlencenin writing the type of material done
by practicing historians: book reviews, Journal articles, and
the occasional a;ticle for éncyélopedias or biographical diction-
aries. These are in some vays the "nitty gritty"” of the profes-
sion and seem‘fitted'for the purpose of shoif vriting assignments
xhag,oﬁe'could expect during a ten week quarter. 'Since ane of
the aims of any composition rlass is to provide experience by -

vriting frequently, I needed such short pieces. They also would

allow the student time for ample feedback and rewriting,. some-
thing ¢that would be nmore difficult if the goal was a large

research project.

The intended audience in the class 1is the educated, but
nonspecialist reader. Tt is a truism among historians that they
unlike other disciplines demand simple, clear, jargon-free Eng-
1ish, intelligible to any educated readet; While the reality may
be that most professional historians vwrite for ofher profession-~ |

—-als-rather thar for the-general reader, historians-—would arque-

that their prose remainis intelligible, if +00 specialized to be




of inéeces} to many readers. moreover, there are Still
historiané such as Peter Gay who write for a broader audience.
Acecordingly, I have designated only one audience for the course,
the one aimed at by the historical Aiscipline. This has had a
side benefit, T encourage students to write on a topic of their
ovn interest. They are free to explore whatever topic, iime, or
qeographical'area that fascinates then, As a consequence I have

a large number of papers outside of my ovn expertise, I cannot

be expected to be a specialist on topics as varied as the Thirty

Years® wWar, the colonial American judiciary system, and the Waf-

fen SS. 1 can, however, approach umy students' papers as an

idtelligent, if nonépecialist reader; the audience designated by

the course.

. o
Stulents select a research topic and then pursue it during

the course of a quarter. Por example, a stulent might select the
Manhattan Project that produced the Atomic Bomb., FHe or sﬂe vould
begin by readinq. a book, writing‘a precis reviev, having this
critiquel hy the instructor, ¢thén subait a rewritten draft. He

vould then continue reading and write another review, 700 words

+ in—length alonq the 1lines of those in the Amerjcan Historjical

Beviev. This too would be evaluated and then rewvritten. The
student vould then produce a bioqraphy of one of the figures
involved in the Manhattan Project, such as J. Robert Oppenheinmer.,
This too would be revrittep. The next assiqnlént vould be an
atteapt to,sguuarize the entire topic, the encyclopedia article
onmthe»uinhﬁttan ffbjééi; and this tooAiould be revfit*én. rror
the finral paper, the student would focus on a much narrover ques-
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tion, something original énd significant, that could be answvered:
through the use of primary sources. TFor example: What security
pregautiags were there'in the Manhattan Project aﬁd'hoﬁ effectivg
.were. t%ey? Students ¢thus have been constantly wfitinq and
revriting about their'topicg In the final paper they are perait-
ted to use portions of previous papers vhere appropriate.
The aim of fhis system is to proviile cohtinual wr?ting
' ; experience and prompt feedback from the instruqtori ' There is an
.assiqnnent due on the last ddy of class each veek, Thursday. )
spend the veekend grading--to the chagrin of ay wife and young
dadghter, return the papers with written ;éluments on the follow-
ing Monday, and talk about basic writing-prohlems in class. Stu-
dents then turn in the revritteg assignment on Thursday and.the )

cycle begins again.

-
L)

I have bandoﬁt sheets spelling out each ‘assignment. There
is an é:a-ple of one such assignment, the 700 vord reviev, dis-
tributed today. I have discovered that stulents need to have as

- precise as possible assignments with ghé details 1laid out. MY

probleas wvith textbooks that deal wvith vwriting across content

areas is that they must cover a number of different discipliness

Blaine P. Maimon and others' ¥riting ip the Arts and Sciences., is

one such example.® It has only a coﬁple of assignments appropri-
ate for my particular discipline, nanély the critical hook review

and the ters paper.

o —
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When I grade, I point out inappropriate grammar, §pelling.
and other mechanics, but I assume that a writer knows how to cor-
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rect these. One of my textbooks is an English handbook, Watkins

& dillinghap's gggggicg; gﬁgligh Handhook,%9 and I uéually indi-

cate on a student paper tkat he shculd read suéh and such section
if he has some major problen. I have'discovéred that most of ny
students have a bhasic grasp 6f the language., Only one or at‘most
tvo students each quarter have some real deficiency. They arela
problen, because 1 am not trained as an Enélish teacher.i I can
only criticize bad writing and suggest ways of improvement. Alt-
hough I recoamend the Acadeaic Advanéemenf Center (Ohio Universi-
ty's érodral to help students vith reading and study skills), I
hive no wai.to enforce.:ts use. Such students painfnllf complete
my assignments and inch through the ccurse, but I reall} as not
able to offer them the help they need. ? do fbcus mainly on
oréanizatién, loqic; clarity, and precision in lanquage, problems
that ; anl.noreﬂpreparéd to deal vwith--these are the “editind
skills posséssed by more experienced writers. T do this through
Qr;tten comments on each'papet, discussion of common problems in

class, and through studient conferences.

let me conclude ay brief remarks by saying, although T focus
on the whole writing process: prewriting, composition, Qnd revi-
sion. I have benefited most from the work of English coaposition
theory in the aéea of prewriting, I have found helpful for exanm-
ple, various systems of heuristics, such as those suggested b;

Blaine P. Maioon in Wpitjing in the Arts & Sciences, cited ear-
lier, or Linda Flover's Problem-Solving Strategies for Writipg.!!

thsée héiplstudents explore the‘}ossibilities of a tOpic and pose

‘questions that can help provide a focus for further research.
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Ssach techniques offer nev possibilities for fhe history teqcher
and {llustrate the need for qgreater cross; fertilizatio; betveen
the two 1isciplines. Such interdisciplinary efforts, although
difficult to accomplish, are necessary 1if students are to inte-.

grate vhat ¢they have been taught in English courses with. the

" experience of writing in their own disciplines.
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